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New Physiotherapy Graduates -- Are We Satisfying Their Needs?
The importance oj continuingedu-
cation and meaningful experience jor
the physiotherapy graduate is readily
acknowledged. It is especially impor-
tant that new graduates are provided
with appropriate opportunities for
professional growth, so that they can
consolidate and extend their theoretical
knowledge and develop skill in its ap-
plication. This paper raises some ques-
tions as to the seriousness with which
these issues have been addressed and
it highliQhts areas in which attention
might belocussed to ensure the profes-
sional development oj the newgradu-
ate and thereby the strengthening of
physiotherapy practice.
New graduates are very special per-
sons in the physiotherapy profession.
New graduates bring to the profession
a total package of up-to-date basic
knowledge ina wide range of areas,
an eagerness to apply that knowledge
in the profession of their choice and a
yearning to .learn more so that they can
become the 'best in their profession'.
They almost always have a set of id~als
to be tested, a spirit of inquiry and an
enthusiasm for gaining new,broaden-
ing and enriching professional experi-
ences. They bring fresh ideas to the
clinical scene and have hopes that they
might find some opportunities to in-
troduce their own innovative ideas.
Their exposure to the most recent the-
ories and techniques of practice during
their education can mean that they may
offer a challenge to 'older' graduates
who, while far more exp'erienced
professionally, may have forgotten
some of the theoretical reasons for what
they do.
Along with these qualities in the new
graduate come some special needs. This
up to date knowledge is not complete.
The new graduate needs to advance
thatknowledge,building immediately
on the sound overall basis, consolidat-
ing what has been learned as a student
and extending it by broad experience
in the field. New graduates are a little
uncertain of how they will perform and
need guidance, reassurance .and sup-
port as they establish themselves in their
profession.
The freshness, the enthusiasm, the
vigour of the new graduate areimpor-
tant for the vitality of the physio-
therapy profession. They should be
nurtured and every effort should be
made to capitalize on them for the sake
of the growth of both the person and
the profession. If this is not done, be-
fore long the new graduate may be-
come disillusioned, less interested in
taking initiative, less interested .inpar-
ticipating in professional development
and may fall into a pattern of doing
only what is necessary, relying on
knowledge gained as an undergraduate
and making little attempt to grow
professionally.
As a professional group, physio-
therapists need to focus on the new
graduates, giving recognition to their
special needs and questioning whether
policies and practices are being imple-
mented which will answer those needs.
The points which need to be addressed
relate to the extension of the new
graduate's knowledge, both theoreti-
cally and clinically, the opportunities
for· well rounded.clinical experience in
a broad range of areas and the avail;.
ability of guidance to new graduates as
they consolidate their knowledge and
apply theory to practice.
Has the physiotherapy profession
provided guidelines for new.graduate
experience, which will ensure that the
first years after graduation are used
constructively and so that optimum use
of clinical experience is made, capital-
izing on that overall package of theo-
retical knowledge that is so uniquely
the new graduate's?
The Physiotherapists Registration
Boards in all States provide immediate,
full registration for new graduate
physiotherapists from thephysio-
therapy schools of Australia. This is as
it should be. However, in accepting
this, does the profession abrogate its
responsibility for developing a more
competent physiotherapist by not fo-
cussing attention on bow the new
graduate should be supported, or on
which special programmes might he
implemented especially for the new
graduate?
Two major areas, employment op-
portunities and continuing education
programmes, need special considera-
tion. It is difficult to separate these
two categories fully, because in some
respects they overlap.
Employment Opportunities
A number of questions might be
asked about the approach to employ-
ment of the new physiotherapy gradu-
ate in Australia. For example, is it too
quickly assumed that because the new
graduate is fully registerable, they can
take employment wherever they can
find it, whether alongside more senior
physiotherapists or alone?
Where no structured system for new
graduate clinical placement exists, is
any attempt made to ensure there are
places made for new graduates inap-
propriate settings? Is such an approach
desirable? The movement of some new
graduates to sole positions in the coun-
try or to private practice is sometimes
frowned upon. Are there dangers in
such moves, or can new graduates cope
quite well in such situations? If isolated
practice is not desirable for the new
graduate,what systems could be de-
veloped to avoid this form of employ-
ment?Perhapsrotation systems should
be established within the State or Com-
monwealth Hospitals scheme, whereby
more opportunities for large hospital
practice are provided for the new
graduate and a period of service in the
country is part of the employment con-
dition for more experienced graduates.
One approach might be the introduc-
tionof an employment scheme for State
or Commonwealth Government .Insti-
tutions, similar to that used by the
teaching profession, in which most
physiotherapists would be required to
serve in a country or more isolated area
at some stage, preferably after a speci-
fied number of years at an Institution
with several other physiotherapists.
If it is not undesirable for new
graduates to work in sole practices,
what steps has the profession taken to
ensure that those new graduates who
have found a position as a sole physio-
therapist in an isolated area can find
professional support when they need
it? Are there sufficient services avail-
able for the new graduate in such a
position? For example,have suitably
up-to-date reference libraries been pro-
vided in all State and Commonwealth
Departments, regardless of size? Is
there, or should there be, a network
of experienced physiotherapists in all
clinical areas, so that the new graduate
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can contact the appropriate person
when a difficult question arises? Have
special funding provisions beenestab-
lished to allow the new graduate in an
isolated area to attend continuing ed-
ucation programmes?
Continuing Education
The new graduate in an isolated area
has special·needs for continuingedu-
cation.. But such education can be pro..
videa in a very effective way within
large lpstitutions and indeed, veryac-
tive 'idservice' programmes are estab-
lished in many Departments. But are
these programmes sufficiently well de-
signed and sufficiently intensive? Do
they encourage innovative thought? Do
they lead to inquiries or research? Is
research seen as an important way of
learning, providing stimulus, challenge
and answers to clinical questions? Are
new graduates encouraged to satisfy
their innate spirit of inquiry by carrying
out .small research studies and pre-
senting progress reports to inservice
programmes? 1
Perhaps it is necessary for the Aus-
tralian Physiotherapy Association
(APA} or individual employers to out-
line the needs for inservice education
and stimulus of the new graduate, so
that suitable methods can be developed
which satisfy clearly defined objectives
for continuing education within the
employing Institution.
The APA of course is very active in
planning continuing education activi..
ties. In itsplanning,are the particular
needs of the new graduate considered?
For example, is it borne in mind that
new graduates might want to carry on
where they left off recently ....... ie that
they are not seeking to revise but rather
to extend their knowledge? In the con-
tinuing education programmes offered
by the APA, are participants accepted
regardless of background, so that the
somewhat out-of-touchalthough keen-
to-learn physiotherapists of many years
standing, who may have forgotten
much of their theory, are combined
with the fresh new graduates who are
eager to build on what is already
known? Is any thought given to the
disadvantages as well as to the advan..
tages of such a mix? That is, that while
new graduates delight in learning from
the mature approach and clinical ex-
perience of their more long standing
colleagues, are they·also frustrated by
the lack of understanding of theoretical
bases and the slower grasp of new con-
cepts often displayed by the 'older'
graduate?
In many instances participants in
continuing education programmes are
confined only to those who can apply
the new knowledge or technique im-
mediately to clinical practice. If so,
does this practice exclude the new
graduate who, while rotating about a
small variety of clinical settings in their
employment, is nevertheless hoping to
broaden and deepen knowledgegen-
erally in preparation for future expe-
riences?
It could be suggested that theedu-
cational Institutions should take a
larger part in the continuing education
of new graduates, providing advanced
material to build on a known bank of
recent knowledge. It may indeed be
more appropriate for the Schools of
Physiotherapy to focus on the needs
for continuing education of the new
graduate, leaving the continuing edu-
cation of the longer term graduates to
the professional association.
These and other questions need to
be addressed by all those who are can..
cerned for the growth and development
of the physiotherapy profession, and
especially by those physiotherapists
who are in a position of leadership in
planning professional development
programmes.
Conclusions
It is frequently stated that knowledge
becomes quickly out of date and that
with the rapidity of technological
change, graduates must have the ability
to cope with change and <adapt to new
developments. It is absolutely vital that
recent physiotherapy graduates have
the opportunity for personal and
professional growth, as well as for ap"
propriateclinical experience, so that
they are in a position to face new chal-
lenges with confidence and to learn
appropriately from experience. The
physiotherapy profession has a number
of important questions to address if it
is sincere in its desire to expand its
knowledge base, and to encourage in..
creasing competency and initiative in
its new graduates.
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